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[ Abstract] Objective: To explore the association between the self-differentiation and mental health of lower-
grade college students from the gender perspective, and to identify the moderating role of self-esteem in this
link. Methods: Totally 1069 freshmen and sophomores were sampled. They were assessed with the self-compiled
demographic questionnaire, Rosenberg’s Self-esteem Scale ( SES), Differentiation of Self Inventory ( DSI), and Mos
36-item Short Form Health Survey ( SF-36). Results: Male students reported higher scores on mental health dimen-
sion of SF-36 and lower scores on SES than female students ( Ps <0.01). Male students scored higher on the "Fu-
sion with others (FO) ", "I-Position (IP)" and "Emotional reactivity (ER) " scales of DSI than female students ( Ps
<0. 001). No significant difference was found in the " Emotional cutoff (EC)" scores between genders. For both
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genders, mental health scores were positively correlated with DSI four subscale scores(r =0, 36 -0. 49, Ps <0. 001)
while negatively correlated with SES scores (r = -0. 45, -0. 39, Ps <0. 001). For female students, self-esteem was
found to moderate the link from IP to mental health (8=0. 59, P <0.01). Conclusion: Male students have higher
level of self-differentiation and self-esteem, and better mental health than female students in this sample. The self-
differentiation level of lower-grade college students may affect their mental health, with better self-differentiation
better mental health. Lower self differentiated girls who have lower self-esteem may be at higher risk to confront

with mental health problems.

[Key words] self-esteem; differentiation of self; low-grade college students; I-position; mental health;

moderation ; cross-sectional studies
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